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At the end of September, Joseph Toft until now director of the office of the US Drug Enforcement
Administration (DEA) in Colombia created a huge scandal by publicly labelling Colombia a "narcodemocracy" where drug cartels enjoy "incredible political power." Toft's declarations created a
major diplomatic clash between Colombia and the US, which has only partially subsided through
the intervention of other high-level US officials. Joseph Toft, who retired from his post on Sept. 28,
served for seven years as the chief DEA officer in Colombia. Given his lengthy background in the
country, the former official's declarations to the local press one day after his retirement generated an
immense controversy in Colombia.
On Sept. 29, Toft was interviewed by a Colombian television news program, during which he
accused practically every government agency of being permeated at all levels by the drug cartels,
including the attorney general's office, the entire judicial system, and congress. "I cannot think
of any institution in this country...at the judicial or political level that is not penetrated by drug
traffickers," said Toft. President Ernesto Samper, who took office Aug. 7, was not spared either.
"In my opinion there is no doubt that Samper's campaign received assistance from drug traffickers
and he must have had some knowledge of this," said Toft. Ex-president Cesar Gaviria, now serving
as Secretary General of the Organization of American States, was also targeted by Toft. Toft accused
Gaviria of having known for months that the late Pablo Escobar former head of the Medellin Cartel
had been conducting business as usual from his prison cell, and that the president did not act on
that information. Escobar was finally killed by Colombian security forces in December 1994 after a
year-long hunt following his escape from prison.
The Colombian government reacted furiously to Toft's comments. President Samper said Toft's
statements were "totally unacceptable" and that they "offended the nation's dignity." In addition,
Colombian Foreign Minister Rodrigo Pardo said he is considering the possibility of suing Toft for
defamation for his comments against the president and the country's leading institutions. In fact,
Toft's comments created such an uproar that a parade of US officials have visited their Colombian
counterparts in recent weeks to calm tensions and contain potential fallout from the affair. For
example, Gen. Barry McCaffrey, head of the US Southern Command, flew to Colombia for a special
meeting with President Samper and other government officials. McCaffrey is responsible for all US
military activities in Central and South America, including the implementation of policies involving
US national security in the region.
For his part, US ambassador to Colombia Myles Frechette made a public statement to "clarify" that
Toft's views are not shared by the US government or the DEA, and that Toft no longer works for the
US government. Notwithstanding these efforts to distance the US government from Toft, however,
some analysts have suggested that Toft's statements were part of a DEA strategy to force the
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Colombian government into waging a more vigorous war on the Cali cartel, which now monopolizes
Colombia's drug trade. According to the DEA, the Cali cartel is responsible for shipping 80% of the
cocaine now entering the US. Anti-drug agents charge that the Colombian government has made
no serious attempt to capture Cali cartel leaders, and in fact, anti-drug operations by security forces
appear to have been compromised by "leaks" to drug traffickers.
US government officials have often openly questioned the seriousness with which Colombian
authorities are pursuing the Cali cartel, especially when compared with the zeal that they previously
demonstrated in hunting down Pablo Escobar and dismantling the Medellin cartel. On the other
hand, if Toft's statements were part of a DEA strategy, that strategy appears to have backfired.
Immediately following Toft's TV interview, outraged Colombian government officials announced
that future DEA activities in Colombia would be severely constrained. DEA agents will no longer
be granted the broad access to drug-related information they have traditionally enjoyed, and
the Colombian government will have complete control over the management and utilization of
information obtained by the DEA in Colombia.
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